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Abstract 
 

Gender, inherent to the hardboiled male detective novel, plays an equally important role 
in female detective fiction.  Due to the narrow roles traditionally allotted to females in the genre, 
authors choosing to write about female detectives are forced to work within a male-oriented 
narrative framework or to reinvent it.  This thesis explores important, gender-associated 
characteristics of the female detective: authority, food, sexuality, social ties, and “feminine” 
concerns.  Ultimately, it is concluded that the women’s abilities to make autonomous decisions 
allows them to succeed as detectives.   
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But what did you do if you actually were a housewife… 
From my perspective, I shouldn’t see any connection at  
All between my lifestyle (hookers, death, celibacy, 
Handguns, and fast food) and the lifestyle depicted in the 
 magazine, which was probably just as well. 
  Kinsey Millhone, “K” is for Killer 
 

It’s not easy being a female detective.  The hardboiled detective is traditionally a man. As 

in Western novels, masculinity is inherent to the advancement of the hardboiled narrative.  In her 

introduction to The Street was Mine: White Masculinity in Hardboiled Fiction and Film Noir, 

Megan Abbott defines the hardboiled detective as “the solitary man, hard-bitten, street-savvy, 

but very much alone amid the chaotic din of the modern city” (2).  These men’s isolation from 

society allows them to traverse all social groups.  They are also isolated by their moral code, 

which is usually not governed by official law.  The hardboiled detective has no place in 

established society, but his morality distinguishes him from the criminals he pursues.  In The Big 

Sleep, an emblematic piece of hardboiled fiction written by Raymond Chandler, Phillip Marlowe 

sees himself as a knight, though he realizes that his chosen profession “wasn’t a game for 

knights” (156).  Only men get to be knights, and, perhaps, only men get to be hardboiled 

detectives.  Indeed, many critics have questioned whether women are capable of breaking into a 

genre “whose tough guy masculinity seemed almost designed to keep out… female protagonists” 

(Bertens, qtd in Rippetoe 159).   

In addition to being excluded from the career of detective, women have been 

marginalized by hardboiled literature.  If the detective is knight, the woman is virgin or whore.  

In Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, the virgin can be found in Spade’s devoted and loyal 

secretary Effie, who is available day and night for her boss and is characterized as boyish.  Most 

women, however, are thrust into the role of the femme fatale: a beautiful, conniving woman who 

uses her feminine wiles to thwart the helpless detective.  This figure is seen throughout the genre.  
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In The Maltese Falcon, Spade enters into a relationship with his beautiful client Brigid 

O'Shaughnessy.  Though he knows that O’Shaughnessy lies to him time and time again, he still 

helps her.  In The Big Sleep, Vivian is a femme fatale who engages in an affair with Marlowe 

while her sister Carmen tries to seduce the detective.    In a later example of the hardboiled 

detective, Chinatown, the concept of the femme fatale is problematized: Mrs. Mulwray appears 

to be a conventional femme fatale, but reveals herself to be rather a victim of rape and incest as 

she cries in a pivotal scene: “She's my sister.  She's my daughter... She's my sister and my 

daughter!”  It is here, perhaps, that room is made for a female in the hardboiled genre and the 

discursive space surrounding.  This ambiguity may be the force that allows the roles allotted men 

and women in the genre to be turned on their sides.   

Writers who choose to write about female protagonists must confront the inherent 

maleness of the hardboiled genre.  They are offered two options: maintain the gendered 

conventions of the genre or challenge them.  Sue Grafton, author of the incredibly popular 

Alphabet series, models her detective, Kinsey Millhone, on hardboiled male detectives.  Her 

choice to make Millhone “a man in woman’s clothing” (Littler, qtd in Rippetoe 160) has raised 

the ire of some critics, who argue, like Victoria Nochols and Susan Thompson that:  

The world really does not need any more stereotypical, hard-boiled private eyes… 
qualities such as tenderness, empathy, and nurturing are often set aside in favor of a 
macha bravado we find detrimental and counterproductive not only in the cause of 
feminism but humanism as well… (qtd in Johnson 98).   

 
Grafton has been hugely influential upon female detective literature; subsequent authors confront 

not just the male-dominated genre, but also Grafton’s Kinsey Millhone, choosing whether to 

follow in Grafton’s footsteps or to challenge her, creating characters who more closely reflect 

society’s conception of a more “feminine” woman.  The question raised by this conflict between 

the hardboiled and, for the sake of comparison, softboiled female detectives is this: To be a 
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successful detective, must a woman become like a man?  Perhaps a better question to ask is, why 

must the traits exhibited by male detectives—fierce independence, courage, strength, and a belief 

in justice—be exclusively masculine?   

Writing about women is problematic because of the difficulty of teasing apart the terms 

“female” and “feminine”.  Without socially-imposed constructs, gender is ultimately a 

physiological distinction: traits that are “feminine” are only feminine because that is what we 

name them.  A desire to understand and classify is understandable; gender becomes an issue 

when we decide how a person must behave and how we must respond based upon sex.  Even in 

writing this thesis, my tendency to refer to female detectives by their first names and male 

detectives by their last names struck me as problematic: because I can connect with the women 

as a woman, I want to treat them differently.   

At times even female detectives themselves consciously reject their gender because they 

have no female detective models to emulate.  Overeating while on a case, V.I. Warshawski 

scolds herself, “You’re disgusting… Peter Wimsey and Philip Marlowe never had this kind of 

problem” (Burn Marks 222).  V.I. and Kinsey, as well as other detectives, are conscious of the 

fact that they are part of a masculine tradition.  Female detectives (and their authors) must strive 

to make the autonomy so often associated with the hardboiled detective true autonomy, in which 

they are able to couch their profession and lives in their own terms, independent of gender or 

genre.  This thesis will explore some of the more compelling attributes of the female detective: 

authority, food, sexuality, social ties, and “feminine” concerns. 
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Authority and the Female Difference 

My voice suddenly got lower, has it? Maybe my 
 knickers are too tight. Listen, I like to be called 
 Governor or The Boss. I don't like Ma'am— 
I'm not the bloody Queen. So take your pick. 
 DCI Jane Tennison, Prime Suspect 
 

Assumptions about female physical and emotional proclivities influence female 

detectives’ ability to claim authority in a male-dominated field.  In “G” is for Gumshoe, Kinsey 

is asked by a client to go to a hospital to calm the client’s mother down; Kinsey reflects: “What 

really bugged me was the suspicion that nobody would even have suggested that a boy detective 

do likewise” (78).   Kinsey is expected to be nurturing and sweet, a half-private eye, half-

babysitter.  Her client, Mrs. Gersh admits: “I have to say, I chose you because you’re a woman” 

(14).  It is her gender, not her aptitude as a private detective that lands her the job.  Alternatively 

and more often, female detectives are exposed to skepticism about their abilities; in Prime 

Suspect, Tennison argues: “So, alright, apparently ninety percent of the time the general public 

would prefer a male officer, but until one of us gets a chance to prove that the survey is a biased, 

outdated load of old bullshit....”  Though she is interrupted, her point is clear.  Just as female 

detectives were excluded from the detective genre, within the pages of the detective novel and on 

the screen, female protagonists must prove themselves.  This battle for authority is found in 

almost all female detective fiction; women either find ways to usurp male authority or create 

their own authority through their gender-associated proclivities.   

One mode of claiming authority for a female detective is to appropriate masculine power 

by using a potent phallic symbol: the gun.  Guns are strongly associated with masculinity and of 

the force that society expects only men are willing to use.  This phallic association permeates 

society; in “'Pack your heat and work the streets'--weapons and the active construction of violent 



Gillum 

 

8

8

masculinities,” Henri Myrttinen notes that “Guns appear as conscious violent phallic symbols for 

example in chants of the U.S. Marine Corps ('This is my rifle [holding up gun], this is my gun 

[pointing at penis]; one's for killing, the other's for fun.')” (np).  At the close of Grafton’s “A”, 

Kinsey runs away from Charlie Scorsconi.  Butcher knife in hand, he finds her hiding in a 

trashcan, and she “blew him away” (274).  Kinsey overcomes him by using her gun.  Scorsconi 

holds a butcher’s knife, a symbol of his brutal willingness to slaughter her, but also a tool 

generally used in the kitchen.  Gender roles reversed, Kinsey defeats him.  She does not enjoy 

the act of killing, however, later reflecting in the epilogue that “The shooting still disturbs me.  It 

has moved me into the same camp with soldiers and maniacs” (275).  Though the phallic gun 

saves her, she does not enjoy having authority over another’s life and death.  V.I. also carries a 

gun and uses it to kill a man in Burn Marks, like Kinsey, a first.  About to be thrown from a 

thirty-floor construction site, V.I. shoots her captors.  She kills one man but “can’t bring [her]self 

to walk close enough to check” (323).  The other man lives.  V.I. references the masculinity 

associated with weapons in another genre in which masculinity and weapons are clearly tied—

the Western. She taunts him: “I thought you were a real macho kind of guy… John Wayne would 

never have lain around pissing at how rotten his pals were just because he’d taken a bullet” 

(324).   

Other detectives reject the phallic gun.  In An Unsuitable Job for a Woman, Cordelia 

refuses to use her gun, even when her life is being threatened.  As she aims a gun at her would-be 

killer, “she [knows] that she wouldn’t fire but, in that moment, she [knows] too what it was that 

could make a man kill” (163).  To Cordelia, killing is an activity apparently reserved only for 

men.  Maxfield argues that the gun is “a symbol of phallic aggression, of a ruthless 

destructiveness she perceives as distinctly male in character” (218).  Though she refuses to use 
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the gun, Cordelia still gains authority in the situation: she scares her attacker away.  Whether 

detectives use guns or merely wield them, all are similar in that they only shoot when necessary; 

their possession of it is a response to the violence of others, rather than an active choice to “pack 

heat.”  Nevertheless, the gun, a tool of violence and aggression, gives a detective clear authority. 

Alternatively, female detectives can use the trappings of gender to gain professional 

authority.  One way in which female detectives differ from male detectives is their ability to 

connect with the victims of sexual crimes.  In this area, their femininity and physical 

shortcomings become assets as they empathize and connect with victims in a way which is 

impossible for men.  In Prime Suspect, DCI Tennison fights to gain authority and respect in her 

department.  Because she is a woman, she feels that she is “the only officer of [her] rank who is 

continually overstepped, sidestepped, whatever…”  At the start of the first episode in the series, 

she asks a colleague about a murder investigation: “What time did that call come in?  That case 

Shefford’s on…only, I was on standby all last night.”  Because she was “on standby” when the 

police where informed of the murder, she should have headed the investigation.  She stares off 

screen, her frustration palpable.  When the DCI in charge of the investigation, Shefford, dies of a 

heart attack, she gets her chance to prove that she is a capable officer.  In the episode, prostitutes 

are the targets of violent serial crime.  During her investigation, Tennison is able to view the 

victims’ bodies calmly; in one scene, she views a prostitute’s bruised body.  As she stands over 

the body, observing every detail, leaning in, her male associate stares ahead, looking increasingly 

nauseous; he eventually has to go to the restroom, presumably to vomit.  Most important in 

Tennison’s success, however, is her attitude towards the victims. Most of the police officers 

refuse to see the victims as real people; Shefford even patronized one of the now deceased 

prostitutes.  In contrast, Tennison speaks with the prostitutes and takes one out to dinner.  
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Creeber argues that her ability to see the women as people and not as sexual objects is distinctly 

feminine, and is what allows her ultimately to break the case (np).  The same can be said of 

Prime Suspect 2, in which she bonds with a witness to a murder over their shared position of 

victim to the killer.  This bond exists because they are both women and both victims (Tennison 

of blackmail, Alien of intimidation).  This connection with victims is possible only because of 

the ability of women to conceive of being a sexual victim themselves.  Whether a detective or a 

prostitute, all women live in a world in which they are never quite as safe as their male 

counterparts.  Perhaps because detectives often go to locations to which “nice girls” never go 

after nine, they can relate to victims of sexual abuse in a way different even from most women.  

Some detectives are even the victims of sexual assault themselves.  In the first episode of 

Veronica Mars, Veronica asks the viewer: “You want to know how I lost my virginity? So do I.”  

We learn that she was raped after being given GHB.  This devastating, hardening experience is 

one which cannot be experienced by a male detective and an event that drives Veronica to 

become a detective modeled after Spade or Marlowe.  Those men cannot be victimized in the 

way that she has been; if she is like them, if she becomes a male detective, she is no longer a 

female victim.   

 Though Tennison enjoys success because of her ability to relate to female victims, her 

gained authority is not penetrating. It is clear that she will never be granted the full authority that 

most male DCI’s are granted; in the second episode, she is passed up for a promotion for which 

she directly asks and for which she is qualified.  As noted by Cavendar: “because [she] 

identif[ies] with and want to impress the upper echelon and want promotions to that echelon, 

Tennison…identif[ies] with people [she] can never please, much less be” (np)  Despite 

Tennison’s success, it is clear in the series that she works in what is clearly a man’s world.   
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 At times, other female roles, such as mother, give a female detective an advantage.  In 

Hush Little Darlings, Sarah Spooner is the district attorney responsible for the conviction of a 

man preying upon young girls.  Because she imagines her own daughter as a victim of the rapist, 

Spooner pursues the predator almost obsessively, missing sleep and meals.  When her nightmare 

becomes reality, her motherly instinct is what ultimately leads her to discover the perpetrator.  In 

Where Are The Children?, a Mary Higgins Clark thriller lacking a true detective, female intuition 

leads to the apprehension of a child abductor.  While their husbands dismiss them as paranoid, 

women in the community are steadfast in their belief that they may have information about the 

kidnapper.  It is clear that their gender leads them to observe minor details that men might have 

missed (a man shoplifting baby powder, for example) and involve themselves, meddle, in a 

police investigation.  “Feminine” attributes that annoy their husbands become an irreplaceable 

tool in solving the case.   

 Though all detectives find ways to obtain some degree of authority, the methods are 

distinctly gendered: masculine violence or feminine understanding.  Ultimately, it seems that 

their peers’ willingness (or refusal) to grant them this authority is more critical than their means 

of attainment.   

 

Food  

It was only when I got upstairs that I remembered giving 
 the servants the day off, so there was no dinner ready.  
 I sent out for pizza and watched a Magnum rerun. 
                                     V.I. Warshawski, Burn Marks 
 
 

Food and cooking are associated with women.  Ellen Bender writes that one of the most 

pervasive of feminine images [is]… Woman as nurturing force, as source and provider of food” 
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(316).  Sarah Sceats writes that “the connection of food with love centres on the mother” (11).  

The hardboiled genre is set outside of this domestic sphere in which mothers feed children and 

families eat dinner together around the table.  The hardboiled detective eats alone and without 

flourish; Sam Spade eats most of his meals at restaurants.  Eating is perfunctory, a necessity 

before he can get on to more pressing matters: “He went to John’s Grill, asked the waiter to 

hurry his order of chops, baked potato, and sliced tomato, ate hurriedly…” (165).  It is worth 

noting that, while the passage is quite specific about what Spade is eating, there is no mention of 

enjoyment or pleasure.   

Like other hardboiled detectives, Kinsey’s food choices are not associated with the 

domestic, but she seems to get a great deal of enjoyment out of food.  Kinsey does not just eat 

“hurriedly.”  She doesn’t cook, taking most of her meals at a bar down the street where she 

doesn’t even get to choose her meals: “As usual, Rosie had bullied me into ordering according to 

her dictates” (“A” 68). Outside of that, she subsists primarily on peanut butter and pickle 

sandwiches and McDonald’s Quarter Pounders with Cheese.  Her casual attitude towards food is 

a part of her refusal to accept cultural norms that women must marry, cook, and clean and aligns 

her with male hardboiled detectives.  Millhone’s food choices challenge gender boundaries, even 

the other women in the novels do not eat like she does.  In “A”, Kinsey provides a lengthy, 

detailed description of a woman preparing their lunch: “She fluted a mushroom for each plate, 

added two spikes of asparagus so that the whole of it looked like a flower arrangement” (95).  In 

“Food is Never Just Something to Eat: Sue Grafton’s Culinary Critiques of Mainstream 

America”, Sue Matheson writes: “Unlike men, women in the Alphabet series are generally 

associated with healthier food choices, in particular, low fat selections of chicken, fish, salad, 

and white wine” (812).   



Gillum 

 

13

13

   What separates Kinsey from her male counterparts is her clear love of food.  In “K”, 

Kinsey, “nearly weeping,” “moan[s]” because a sandwich tastes “so good” (211).  For Kinsey, 

food holds an almost sexual appeal; in “O”, a Hot Brown sandwich leaves her “mewing like a 

kitten” (308).  Again in “G”, a slice of cherry pie makes her “moan aloud” (75).  While Kinsey’s 

attitude towards food—“Beyond McDonald’s Quarter Pounders with Cheese, I don’t have strong 

food preferences” (“K” 68)—is similar to the male hardboiled detective, her enjoyment of it is 

distinct.   

   Modeled upon Kinsey, Janet Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum has a similar disregard for 

well-balanced meals.  Food is important in the books and is mentioned to excess: there are nearly 

ninety references to eating in Three to Get Deadly.  Plum enjoys peanut butter and olive 

sandwiches (a clear homage to Kinsey’s peanut butter and pickle sandwiches) and McDonald’s 

sandwiches.  The social “Otherness” of Plum’s food choices is made more evident as she 

frequently shares them with a plus-sized, black former prostitute.  This Otherness is further 

accentuated in that she lives in the same middle-class, suburban neighborhood as her parents; her 

mother is perpetually cooking: “For as long as I can remember, my parent’s lives have been 

controlled by five pound pieces of rolled rump, done to perfection at six o’clock” (8).  As she 

joins her parents for dinner, their traditional food choices makes clear that Stephanie’s choices 

are not normal, such as keeping a .38 caliber pistol in her cookie jar (Hot Six 125) and eating an 

entire “birthday cake with lard icing and big pink and yellow icing roses” (To the Nines 133).  It 

is not her birthday. 

Food for Prime Suspect’s D.C.I. Jane Tennison becomes a symbol of her struggle to 

merge her personal and professional lives.  Tennison struggles to get done at the station in time 

to prepare a meal for her boyfriend’s work associates.  As she struggles into the apartment, arms 
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loaded with groceries, her boyfriend’s face makes it evident that she has come too late.  

Fulfilling feminine roles such as cook and gracious hostess does not simply involve carrying 

them out, but showing up on time.  Though she values her relationship and recognizes that the 

dinner is important, her detective work is as important.  In the second installment of the series, 

Oswalde, another police detective and her romantic interest, looks for ingredients to prepare 

them a meal from her kitchen and is shocked to find little more than wilted lettuce and frozen 

meals.       

Millhone, Plum, and Tennison’s relationships suggest that to embody other aspects of the 

hardboiled detective, women must also reject domestic spheres such as the kitchen.  Diane Mott 

Davidson responds to this masculinization via food in her detective series.  The protagonist, 

Goldy Bear, is a caterer, and the mysteries emerge as a result of her catering jobs.  Davidson 

even prints recipes in the book of the dishes Goldy prepares.  That Goldy is a caterer is not a 

coincidence; her character is a response to the convention that detectives don’t cook.  Goldy 

doesn’t just enjoy food; she prepares it for other people; she is, in Bender’s words “a source and 

provider of food.”  Goldy’s ability to solve mysteries, while enjoying food evidences that she can 

be a detective without needing to reside outside of common society; in fact, she is a mother, an 

active member of her church, and eventually is married.  It seems as though it is a result of her 

strong association with food that she can be a detective and a mother and wife.  Importantly, her 

boyfriend and eventual husband, Tom Schulz, is also an excellent cook who often prepares 

Goldy dinner: in these novels, though Goldy loves to cook, a gender norm, men can too.  

Another detective, Cece Caruso, challenges the hardboiled detectives’ casual attitudes towards 

food in I Dreamed I Married Perry Mason.  Though she, like Kinsey, rarely cooks, her food 

choices are more elevated.  Instead of stopping for a fast food burger, she picks up “a Chinese 
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chicken salad to go” (75).  And though she has more than Tennison’s wilted lettuce in her 

kitchen, she complains: “My pantry featured various dusty cans, jars and bottles…pureed 

cannelloni beans, diet cauliflower bisque, unsweetened cranberry juice” (75).  Her pantry is filled 

with extravagant specialty items rather than nothing.  Her gourmet, dining-for-one food choices 

are indicative of a single, successful woman more in the tradition of Sex and the City than the 

Alphabet series. Goldy and Cece challenge the idea that good detectives can’t eat well; it is 

noteworthy, however, that both detectives are amateur detectives, and therefore may not become 

as absorbed in their cases as the professionals Kinsey or Tennison. 

 V.I. Warshawski, the professional detective who in many ways is as hardboiled as 

Millhone, prepares meals for herself: “I turned the little oven on again and started cooking 

mushrooms and onions in some red wine… The chop was cooked to a turn, just pink inside…” 

(Burn Marks 25).  Sometimes she even shares them with her neighbor, Mr. Contreras.  V.I.’s 

meals demonstrate that she is a more integrated member of society. At the same time, when “the 

kitchen [doesn’t] hold anything…appetizing” she goes to “the Belmont Diner for a BLT with 

fries” (86); at the Belmont, the waitresses call her “Vic,” an honor reserved for friends, and they 

even help her elude a tail in Guardian Angel: “Barbara bustled me toward the back.  My pal 

started to follow when Helen dropped a pitcher of iced tea right in front of him” (183).  V.I. is 

clearly a frequent customer.  Munt writes: “Warshawski’s eating habits… swing from cavalier 

disregard (she never shops, her fridge is a parody of bachelor spartanism) to gourmet dinners 

ingurgitated with gormandizing satisfaction” (47).  Her relationship with food, like her 

femininity and her name, is ambiguous.    

 Food means different things to different detectives.  For Goldy Bear, it is her livelihood.  

For Millhone and Plum, it is a source of pleasure, for Tennison a source of grief, for V.I., many 
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things.  But regardless of its significance, food is meaningful to the female detective.  It is a 

symbol of domestic roles or a lack thereof, and the detective’s relationship with food seems to 

parallel her acceptance or denial of these roles.  At the same time, that food is even mentioned in 

the novels acknowledges how women’s social roles have shifted over the twentieth century: 

Diane McGee notes that “some aspect of getting a meal on the table is generally a major daily 

preoccupation, so much assumed, perhaps, that earlier generations of women writers would 

rarely have included details of breakfast in their fiction” (3).  Kinsey and her “fellow” female 

detectives live in an era in which health and a slim waist are valued for women over the 

enjoyment of food.  Though in different manners, all female detectives seem to thoroughly enjoy 

food: Kaufman reports that many readers enjoy female detective literature because “…the 

protagonists do many things the readers feel they cannot—and one of those secret and guilt-

ridden pleasures is eating” (74).  In this way, female detectives, regardless of their food 

preferences, become women whom readers wish they could be, while more “authentically 

feminine” responses to hardboiled food attitudes, in the shape of Goldy and Cece, are no more 

authentic than the others, because they live in a world in which guilt (and weight gain) associated 

with eating is unimportant. 

 

Sexuality 

I don’t want a man.  I had one, and I didn’t like it. 
           Stephanie Plum, One for the Money  

      

The sexual habits of detectives, of course, vary.  But for the most part, unlike Nancy 

Drew, whose boyfriend Ned Nickerson is lucky to steal a kiss from the chaste detective, these 

detectives have sex.  This is perfectly in keeping with the hardboiled male detective, who also 
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has sex: Spade sleeps with Brigid in The Maltese Falcon.  What problematizes female sexuality 

within the hardboiled genre is that sex is traditionally associated with the femme fatale.  

Fortunately for these detectives, social changes in the late twentieth century have made 

premarital sex more socially acceptable for women, though genre conventions are not always as 

permissive.      

Many of the novels are written from the perspective of the detective, who tells her readers 

not just that she has sex, but how she feels about it.  This reflects changes within all of American 

society which make not only having sex, but also talking about it, a social norm.  Kinsey and V.I. 

tell about their sex lives, but not in too much detail.  Kinsey explains of one tryst: “We made 

love on the floor” (“A” 225).  Though she says more of another encounter, she speaks entirely in 

euphemism, comparing their bodies to “waves” and “a big warm machine” (“A” 190).  The 

specifics, however, are left unsaid.  V.I.’s account of her sexual encounters is decidedly 

unromantic: “I reached out an arm and fumbled in my nightstand for my diaphragm.  Afterward I 

dozed off in Rawling’s arms” (Guardian Angel 235).  Veronica Mars, who in age and perky 

appearance parallels Nancy Drew, is sexually active; like Kinsey and V.I., she doesn’t say much 

about it.  She is not only the protagonist, but also the narrator of the show, which should allow 

her the same “tell all” tone with viewer as confidante that literary detectives have, but her young 

age prevents her from sharing too explicitly: the show’s target audience is teenage girls, so a 

protagonist who is highly experienced and skilled sexually would be alienating to viewers and 

seem unrealistic.   

Though some detectives simply report sex, others describe it.  Janet Evanovich’s 

Stephanie Plum series is decidedly more graphic when it comes to sex scenes than Grafton’s or 

Paretsky’s novels.  Her novels are an unapologetic blend of the detective and the romance genre, 
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and Plum’s sexual exploits with her two love interests, Joe Morelli and Ranger, are well 

documented in the novels.    Explicit descriptions of sex are not exclusive to first-person 

narratives, however.  In Katherine V. Forrest’s Amateur City, a novel featuring a lesbian 

detective, a third-person omniscient narrator describes the sexual encounter between Kate 

Delafield, a police detective, and Ellen, a witness to the murder Kate investigates.  Even the 

orgasm is described: “Then her body was gathered up into an intensity that ebbed only with the 

ebbing of orgasm” (130).  The third-person omniscient voice is key in sex scenes because it 

allows readers into the minds of both women: just as female readers can place themselves into 

the role of Stephanie in the Plum series, lesbian readers can place themselves into the role of 

either woman.  Sexual explicitness and insight into what the women are thinking as they make 

love also challenges hard-boiled tradition homosexuality, which is associated with weakness and 

corruption.  By demonstrating her ability to function simultaneously as detective and lesbian, the 

mystery challenges the homophobia of the hard-boiled tradition.  Overall, however, the overt 

presence of sex seems to be a response to what readers want, and perhaps an attempt to 

legitimize the romance novel through merging it with another genre. 

Female detectives must learn to be cautious when it comes to sex, because, unlike male 

detectives, they are not permitted by the genre to blame their mistake on their beguiling sexual 

partner.  Kinsey Millhone, the heroine of Sue Grafton’s alphabet series, strikes up a sexual 

relationship with a suspect, Charlie Scorsoni in the first novel, “A”.  In the end, Scorsoni is the 

killer she seeks, and she shoots him.  She reflects in the epilogue: “You try to keep life simple 

but it never works, and in the end all you have left is yourself” (275).  Interestingly, though 

Kinsey is normally a dominant character, she assumes a submissive role in sex.  The traditional 

role of man as sexual teacher emerges in “A”, “He did things to me that I’d only read about in 
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books…” (225). Kinsey is a passive participant, experiencing his skills; furthermore, he is 

evidently more experienced than her.  That she allows herself to take that role makes the ultimate 

betrayal all the more damaging, and casts a shadow of self-preservation on her relationships with 

subsequent men, with whom she never fully lets down her guard.  Importantly, it also forces her 

to question her abilities as a detective, because she is blinded to his guilt by their relationship. 

Being taken in by a criminal is not an experience exclusive to the female detective; in fact, it is a 

common experience for male detectives who have fallen victim to the femme fatale.  According 

to Patricia E. Johnson, however, in male detective literature most of the blame is assigned to the 

femme fatale who is “granted a Circe-like power over men,” so that the affair does not challenge 

the man professionally or as a man (99).  Johnson compares Kinsey’s experience with that of 

Sara Paretsky’s V.I. Warshawski, who also engages in an affair with the criminal she has been 

hired to find in Bitter Medicine.  V.I. experiences a similar experience in Burn Marks, when a 

boyfriend attempts to kill her.   While in The Maltese Falcon, Spade reflects that he’ll “have 

some rotten nights” (214), he is (or claims to be) for the most part unaffected by the betrayal.  

Kinsey and V.I. have a more difficult time coping with the betrayal.  Johnson reflects that “There 

is in each novel something left over, some overamount, some unassimilated and unassimilatable 

residue, the loose end that refuses to be tied up.  That residue is the mark of sexual difference” 

(105).  Perhaps this is an area in which the genre is inherently male-biased because there is no 

male archetype comparable to the femme fatale which allows women to see their lovers’ betrayal 

as something other than a personal and professional failing.  That is not to say that men are not 

affected by betrayal; they are just offered conventions that allow them to cope and move on.  

 Interestingly, female detectives frequently engage in sexual relationships with police 

officers.  Kinsey dates Jonah Robb and later Cheney Phillips.  Both relationships provide her 
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access to information.  Kinsey often calls Jonah for information: “‘Hey, babe,’ he said, ‘What 

can I do for you that’s legal in this state?’  I smile.  ‘How about a field check on some ex-cons?’” 

(“D” 31).  V.I. also dates police officers, first Michael Furey, upon whom she relies to keep her 

updated when her aunt disappears in Burn Marks: “I had to trust that Furey… would call me if 

Elena had been arrested” (33).  Michael manipulates this reliance and, in the end, tries to kill her.  

In Guardian Angel, V.I. dates Conrad Rawlings, another police officer despite a belief that “On 

principle a private investigator should discourage close entanglements with the cops” (236).  

Goldy Bear dates and marries the “top homicide investigator” in her county (The Last Suppers 

1).  In Murder by Manicure, Marla Shores dates Lieutenant Vail.  It makes sense for an author to 

give her detective a boyfriend in law enforcement because this provides a tie to the law 

enforcement community.  While Kinsey has ties to the police community because she is a former 

officer and V.I. because her father was in the force, other detectives, particularly amateurs, have 

no ready reason to have a personal relationship with the police.  This relationship offers 

detectives an ear at the police station and a familiarity with entire precincts that could never 

occur otherwise.  At the same time, there is something odd about these independent women 

choosing to engage in relationships with police officers.  After all, who has more authority to tell 

a woman to get out of the way and let the police do their job than a police officer?  And they sure 

do.  Upon seeing Vail, Marla “recall[s] his earlier warnings for her to stay out of trouble” (30).  

Rawlings tells V.I.: “I’m a cop.  And however, much I like you, I don’t want civilians in the line 

of fire—it makes police work ten times harder” (260).  Of course, the protagonists never heed 

their demands, yet there is an air of misogyny in the very request that the women “stay out of 

trouble.”  The female detectives choose a situation in which they must either accept the authority 
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of a man who is sometimes a lover but always a cop or accept the perpetual conflict that arises 

from her choice to place herself in dangerous situations.   

For these fiercely independent detectives, however, one of the most dangerous situations 

they face is exposing themselves to the vulnerability inherent to a relationship when they risk 

betrayal or a loss of their beloved freedom.   

 

Social Ties 

I thought, Jesus, what it must be like to have 
 a mother who could love you that way? 
 Kinsey Millhone, “C” is for Corpse 

 

The traditional hardboiled detective is a loner.  Abbott describes the hardboiled detective 

as “solitary… without family of close ties” (2).  This convention is conveniently applied to men, 

because their choices to remain unmarried or childless are generally more accepted than 

women’s similar lifestyle choices.  For this reason, the most challenging attribute of the 

hardboiled detective for women to emulate is perhaps this solitary lifestyle, including lack of 

contact with parents, living alone, and having few friends. 

The female detective molded in the fashion of male detectives has no family.  Spade in 

The Maltese Falcon and Marlowe in The Big Sleep make no mention of family.  Because women 

are more associated with the family and are expected to think and talk about them, whether a 

detective has family is established in novels with female detectives.  V.I. Warshawski’s parents 

are deceased, yet their memories continue to influence her; stories of her young life weave in an 

out of her narrative.  Burn Marks begins with a memory: “The urgent ringing recalled all the 

times in my childhood the phone or doorbell had roused my father to some police emergency.  

My mother and I would wait up for his return” (1).  Her mother, Gabriella, becomes a character 
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in the novels, interacting with V.I. in her dreams: “Gabriella certainly would have disapproved.  

Her face set in stern lines, telling me I had been a very bad girl, followed me into my dreams” 

(Guardian Angel 177).  Kinsey lost her parents in a car accident at the age of five; in “C”, she 

recalls the six hours she was stuck in the car, “trapped there with the dead whom I loved who had 

left me for all time” (80-81).   This plot device of orphan hood does more than simply allow the 

detectives to be “solitary”; being an orphan is, especially for Americans, associated with 

independence and making a way for yourself, and is common in literature; the characters are 

“like Ishmael, Huck Finn, Isabel Archer, and hundreds of other enduring characters on the 

American literary landscape” (131).  Though they have no parents, it is revealed over the course 

of the two series that Kinsey and V.I. do in fact have family.  Family appears in Deadlock, in 

which V.I. investigates the death of her cousin Boom-Boom Warshawski.  In Burn Marks, V.I. 

reluctantly allows her aunt Elena, “the family Problem” (3), into her home and life.  V.I. puts 

herself in danger multiple times trying to help her aunt, and, when the latter disappears, scours 

the city looking for her.  At one point, she tries to convince herself that she has already done her 

duty to her family, but cannot: “I’ve done enough, I kept repeating, I’ve done enough.  But I 

couldn’t quite convince myself (197).  Though she is independent, family is still important to 

V.I., and she has a difficult time prioritizing “[her]self, [her] work, [her] own longing for 

wholeness” (197).  Kinsey’s most important family member, aside from her parents, is her 

deceased aunt Virginia.  Throughout the series, Kinsey reminisces about her aunt.    In “J”, 

Kinsey discovers that she has living relatives living in a nearby town.   

Like V.I. and Kinsey, in An Unsuitable Job for a Woman, Cordelia has lost both her 

natural parents.  Bernie Pryde, who becomes a substitute father as he teaches her to become a 

private detective, also dies, committing suicide at the start of novel because he learns he has 
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cancer.  That she is an orphan (and is again abandoned by Bernie) continues to affect her daily 

life and, ultimately, her investigation: Cordelia’s inability to dissociate her own deceased parents 

and the victim’s becomes a major roadblock in solving the case.  Maxfield argues that because 

Cordelia views the victim as “a sort of male projection of herself,” most of her failure as a 

detective “derives from her subconscious tendency to identify… Sir Ronald with her father, and 

Miss Leaming with the mother she never knew” (213-214).  For Cordelia, her lack of family is a 

professional hindrance.   

Younger detectives Nancy Drew and Veronica Mars have one parent, a father.  This 

allows them to still enjoy a stable and comfortable middle-class lifestyle, but removes the female 

parent, which allows them to explore the more masculinized profession of detection.  We assume 

the girls would not be private detectives if they had the proper motherly example.   

Some recent detectives, naturally, have family; this is likely a response to the orphaned 

Kinsey and VI.  Often, however, there is a sense that the detective does not quite fit in with her 

family, that they do not understand her choices.  Though DCI Tennison of the Prime Suspect 

series has a family, their relationship is clearly strained.  In the first episode, after a television 

interview, Tennison arrives late for her father’s birthday party.  She turns on the taped interview 

to watch, only to find that her father had recorded the wrong channel, and she gasps: “Dad, 

you’ve recorded the bloody ice skating… Shit.” Her father looks crushed and humiliated as he 

stares at the ground.  The viewer senses that the party is over, and Tennison’s work-induced 

anger is to blame.   

Often, family tension is represented in novels by telephone conversations with an 

overbearing mother.  She is perpetually pleading with her daughter to get married, stay out of 

trouble, and find safer work.  Sarah Spooner, of Hush Little Darlings, whose mother calls “at 



Gillum 

 

24

24

least once a week… from Fort Lauderdale for an update” (19) on whether Sarah has reconciled 

with her ex-husband.  In Murder by Manicure, Marla’s mother calls to grill her when her name 

appears in the newspaper: “Marla, you’re not getting mixed up in something dreadful again, are 

you?  Because if so, you’re really meshuga” (46).  Like Sarah’s mother, she pesters her daughter 

about getting married; when Marla pretends to be engaged to her friend Arnie so that he can 

avoid being pursued by another woman, her mother encourages her to “take advantage of the 

situation and claim Arnie as [her] own” (165).  In I Dreamed I Married Perry Mason, Cece 

listens to her phone messages: “BEEP. ‘Call your mother.’  BEEP. ‘Please call your mother, 

dear.  I have no idea where you are” (Kandel 3).  Tension between the detective and her family—

whether over her work, social life, or, for the amateur detective, her dangerous hobby—not only 

justifies a female protagonist’s choice to lead her life independent of her family and 

demonstrates that she has broken away from traditional familial roles, it also is intended to 

appeal to readers.  A nagging mother’s phone call is a problem that allows readers to connect 

with and assume the role of the detective.    

Most detectives are unmarried.  An early unwed female detective is Agatha Christie’s 

Miss Marple, a spinster.  Laura L. Doan writes that considering the spinster “pathetic” is a way 

to “mask its fear of… an autonomous woman” (1).  Later female detectives model themselves on 

Spade and Marlow, not Miss Marple.  In Sleuths in Skirts, DellaCava reports that a significant 

portion of detectives are divorced (7), which allows women a socially accepted reason for going 

unmarried.  Kinsey and VI are the most famous detecting divorcees, but the genre is packed with 

them.  Of the novels explored for this work, over half of the detectives in novels written in the 

last twenty-five years are divorced.    In Hush Little Darlings, the protagonist, Sarah Spooner, 

copes with her recent divorce, forcing herself to “start by putting one foot in front of the other” 
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(25).  Stephanie Plum explains in Hot Six: “It hadn’t been a friendly divorce, and Dickie and I 

don’t exchange Christmas cards” (139). Of these divorced detectives, only Goldy Bear of Diane 

Mott Davidson’s series is remarried1.  Invariably, we meet the detectives post-divorce, only 

hearing from the detective what a “sorry excuse for a husband” (Kandel 5) her ex is.  That they 

are already divorced when we as readers meet them is significant; they are all intelligent, 

attractive women who make active choices to remain single.  Even if the initial divorce was not 

her idea, the female detective is single because she wants to be.   

Many of the detectives ultimately learn that they prefer living alone.  Kinsey calls her 

apartment a “‘bachelorette’” (1) in “A” , drawing a comparison between herself and the career 

bachelors residing in bachelor pads and in “C” the “twice divorced detective” explains: “I like 

being alone and I suspect my independence suits me more than it should” (1). When a crazed ex-

boyfriend, Michael tells V.I. that he “was willing” to give V.I. “whatever [she] wanted” V.I. 

responds: “I have what I want, Michael.  My independence and my privacy…those diamonds 

and stuff, just don’t turn me on” (318-9 Burn Marks).  The challenge to these positive examples 

of women enjoying life with or without a man is Prime Suspect’s Jane.  She offers a more bleak, 

post feminist interpretation of the female detective; Tennison cannot have it all: career, a 

relationship, children.  Unlike Kinsey and V.I., however, Jane is not satisfied by living alone.  

Jane chooses her career when she terminates her pregnancy in Prime Suspect IV.  Though the 

series seems to propagate the post-feminist notion that women can’t have it all, they are 

ultimately ambivalent about Jane: she is neither condemned nor supported.  Similarly, in Jane’s 

failed relationships, the first of which is with Peter Wilkins, though viewers want her to find a 

way to make her relationship work, it is understandable that her perennial absence in their home 

is a problem.  It is not her fault that her job keeps her away at all hours, but it doesn’t mean Peter 
                                                 
1 The love interests of the various divorced detectives are discussed in greater detail in the Sexuality section. 
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must accept it.  Of course, within the program it is clear that the wives of male police officers 

accept similar circumstances; only female officers like Jane are expected to perform their job but 

still get dinner on the table.  While Prime Suspect portrays a women isolated by her profession, 

generally female detectives are empowered by their decision to live alone. 

Of course, social ties include more than just family and spouses.  Friends can also play an 

important role in the lives of female detectives.  Like the male hardboiled detective, Kinsey is a 

loner: she has only three consistent friends in the series; her dearth of friendships contradicts her 

claim on the first page of “A” that “I have a lot of friends” (1).  Because this line appears so 

early in the Alphabet series, Grafton may have intended to use friends as a way to challenge the 

“loner” attribute of the hardboiled detective; however, this would seem inconsistent with her 

somewhat isolated lifestyle.  Her best friends are her landlord Henry, the owner of her 

neighborhood pub Rosie, and Vera, a coworker from the California Fidelity office.  In contrast, 

V.I. is quite social, with many friends.  Like Kinsey, V.I. is friends with her elderly male 

neighbor Mr. Contreras, though their relationship is at times antagonistic; their friendship 

evolves over the course of the series.  V.I. calls him, quite formally in comparison to Kinsey and 

Henry, Mr. Contreras.  Though she repeatedly describes him distantly as “the old man” (Burn 

Marks 117, 315), Kinsey cares about her neighbor; when he is shot trying to protect her, she is 

“choking on [her] tears” (315). Lotty Herschel, a physician and Holocaust survivor, is her closest 

friend: “I loved Lotty.  More than any living person I could think of” (Guardian Angel 181).  

Throughout the series, a variety of friends emerge, and even so, V.I. only names friends relevant 

to the plot: in Burn Marks she attends an “impromptu picnic” (33) with unidentified friends.   

Interestingly, few of the amateur female detectives have a large group of friends like V.I.  Goldy 

Bear has one close friend who appears in each book: Marla, “who in addition to being best friend 
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and matron of honor [at her wedding], was the other ex-wife of my first husband” (8).  Marla, 

loud and opinionated, is a source of comic relief in the series: during a boring speech, Marla 

“hold[s] her throat in a gagging motion” and asks Goldy, “Tell me how I can give this guy the 

hook” (Dark Tort 403).   Stephanie Plum has two good friends: Lula, a coworker, and Mary Lou, 

a childhood friend.  In Murder by Manicure, Marla has one good friend, Tally.  Mary Lou and 

Tally, both married, offer a counterpoint to their unwed friends.  They illustrate who the 

detectives could (and possibly would) be if they gave up some of their independence and 

married.  Their friends also often accompany them on investigations, an event possible only for 

the amateur detective.  When Marla and Tally investigate together, Tally doesn’t understand the 

idea of surreptitious dress: “she’d worn a black Spandex jumpsuit that made her look like a cat 

burglar.  Wavy blond hair spilled down her back, negating the anonymous image Marla had 

wanted them to project” (Cohen 216).  A similar scene transpires in the Stephanie Plum series, 

when Mary Lou shows up in a skin tight leather outfit.  Giving their detectives only one or two 

good friends makes the writer’s job simpler because he or she needs to only develop one other 

character, while still demonstrating that the protagonist socializes.  Likewise, the friend can 

become a major character, rather than part of an ensemble of background characters, an 

inevitability that Paretsky avoids by referring to V.I.’s many friends without ever introducing 

them.  Even Kinsey has friends; friendships are one aspect of the “loner” convention that female 

detectives simply do not fill.    
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Women’s Interests 

What a pity my vintage Maud Frison pumps 
 didn’t come with a steel-reinforced toe. 
Cece Caruso, I Dreamed I Married Perry Mason  
 

Because the novels are written about women, and almost universally by women, issues 

concerning women are an important element of the genre.  Issues concerning the average female 

reader, like exercise, beauty and clothing all enter into the narratives.  This element of the novels 

is specifically directed at female readers and infuses the novels with a playful tone generally 

absent in male detective fiction.  Bethe Schoenfield writes: “Only a woman writing about a 

woman would put serious economic problems… on the same level as fashion and weight 

problems” (845).  Unsurprisingly, Kinsey is less concerned about these “problems” than other 

protagonists.    

 Both Kinsey and V.I. work out regularly.  Kinsey runs almost daily: “The next thing I 

knew, it was 6:00 A.M… The first mile always hurt” (“H” 15).  She lifts waits as rehabilitation 

for a broken humerus in “C” at Santa Teresa Fitness, “the brand X of health clubs.  No Jacuzzi, 

no sauna, no music piped in” (2).  Her exercise regime is as no nonsense as her gym.  V.I.’s 

workout routine is similarly focused: she goes to the gym and “spend[s] a dull half hour on the 

machines” (Guardian Angel), and goes on frequent runs.  In the same novel, she refers to her 

morning runs throughout the novel: “When I went for my run the next morning” (117), “By the 

time I finished my exercises and started to jog up Belmont…” (31), “On the way back from my 

run…” (95). Unlike Kinsey, however, “a pickup basketball game” with other women at the Y is 

often part of V.I.’s workout (Guardian Angel 82).  This reflects her more social nature, and her 

enjoyment of basketball: she played in high school and even coaches at her alma mater in Fire 

Sale.  Munt notes that after eating a large meal, Warshawski always jogs “as though female 
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excess always exacts a price” (47).  This critique seems somewhat harsh: exercise after gluttony 

is not necessarily a gendered concept, and weight management is not the main motivator in V.I.’s 

fitness routine.  While the two P.I.s exercise for health and perhaps as a penance for gluttony, 

their fitness routines have a greater purpose: their safety.  In “H”, Kinsey reflects: “Sometimes I 

wonder why I continue to exercise with such diligence, paranoia, perhaps… the recollection of 

the times when I’ve had to run for my life” (15).    In Guardian Angel, V.I. clings to a metal 

girder thirty feet in the air; she reflects that “My triceps were trembling, but my weight workouts 

kept me in good stead” (221).  Their dedication to exercise also reflects the interest in personal 

fitness shared by readers.   

 Other detectives engage in exercise as well.  Nancy J. Cohen’s Murder by Manicure 

revolves around events that take place at a health club that the protagonist, Marla, has joined 

because she wants to lose weight.  She gathers clues in between “Dancercize” classes, where she 

harshly judges other members of the class: “ ‘Some of these women have no shame,’ Marla said 

in a low voice, nodding at a couple of plump members in tank tops and shorts whose flab could 

have qualified them for ballast” (50).  For Sarah Spooner in Hush Little Darlings, running is a 

way to escape her “slump into junkyard disrepair.  No sleep, no exercise, a diet rich in the four 

basic food groups of the dislocated: chocolate, caffeine, artificial sweeteners, and Haagen Dazs” 

(Kelman 53).  Exercise is a way to connect readers with the detectives as well as a source of 

humor.  Cece Caruso reflects on exercise: “People keep telling me exercise is beneficial.  It gets 

something flowing.  Pheromones? Adrenaline? Something” (Kandel 28).  Almost universally, 

female detectives in novels written in from the 1980s to present involve exercise of some sort.  If 

female detectives are allowed to indulge in food, then exercise is necessary for their appetites to 

be even somewhat realistic.  
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Kinsey and V.I. have different attitudes toward clothing and beauty.  Kinsey is relatively 

uninterested, with a beauty regimen consisting primarily of “[running] a brush through [her] 

hair” (“L” 45).  She cuts her own hair with nail scissors “because [she’s] too cheap to pay 

twenty-eight bucks in a beauty salon” and comments that “I seldom wear makeup, so whatever I 

look like first thing in the morning at least remains consistent as the day wears on” (“G” 2).  She 

has no sense of fashion; her “notion of accessories is you wear your gym socks with matching 

rims” (“G” 149).  Her wardrobe is limited: her formal attire consists of, as described by her 

friend Vera: “a six-year-old smelly black dress” (“H” 11).  Kinsey is the maid of honor in Vera’s 

wedding in “H”, and her disregard for fashion is so great that Vera begs her not to buy her 

bridesmaid dress at K mart (11).  Having no fashion sense is merely an excuse for Kinsey, 

however.  Her explanation suggests that there is no compromise between nail scissors and beauty 

salons; cutting her own hair is a choice made out of more than just frugality: it is a refusal to 

accept society’s requirement that she be feminine.  Kinsey cleaves the association of female and 

feminine with her rusty nail scissors.  At the same time, she prevents this from becoming a 

celebration of feminism by claiming that she is incapable of achieving feminine beauty ideals 

because she is “completely ignorant when it comes to clothes” (183).  Despite her claims of 

ignorance, she is aware and observant when it comes to other’s beauty and fashion faux pas and 

successes; in “C”, she describes a nurse: “Her hair was ill-dyed, a shade of orange I’d only seen 

before in marigolds” (64).  In another scene, she describes a suspect, Glen: “Everything about 

her was beautifully coordinated: makeup, clothing, accessories” (49).  She isn’t incapable; she 

just doesn’t care.  The reader cannot help but wonder, however, whether she would be taken 

more seriously as a professional detective if she took off the “jeans and tenny-bops” (“G” 150) 

and put on something a little more professional.   
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 In contrast, V.I. cares about her clothes.  Though sometimes she must dress for 

function—“The picklocks dug into my thigh; I took them out and stuck them in the pocket of my 

denim jacket, which I put on to conceal the shoulder strap (Guardian Angel 168)—she changes 

her clothes often.  Not only does she have a larger wardrobe than Kinsey, she has a nicer one.  In 

Guardian Angel, she dresses for a concert in a “sheer black wool” skirt “heavily shot with silver” 

and “a black silk top and [her] mother’s diamond drops” (14).  Though she concludes that the 

outfit “lacked the dramatic flair of most of the ensembles,” her outfit is evidently expensive and 

fashionable.  Her reference to her “mother’s” earrings may simply be an example of the cultural 

practice of explaining when jewelry has been passed down, but it could also explain her attention 

to style: she lost her mother when she was older than Kinsey was, and may have learned the style 

lessons Kinsey never learned.  Alternatively, her wardrobe may be a result of her former life as a 

lawyer; she would have been expected to dress professionally.  Preparing for a meeting, V.I. 

describes her beauty routine: “I dressed slowly, taking time to put on makeup and style my hair 

with a little gel.  A gold cotton dress with big black buttons made me feel poised and elegant” 

(Burn Marks 72).  Munt calls V.I. a “fantasy of empowerment”, arguing that “Warshaski’s style 

reassures the female reader that ‘dressing up’ enables you to do the job” (47).  V.I’s focus on 

professional attire seems tied to the fact that she must sell herself more to clients than Kinsey 

seems to need.  While Kinsey’s employment at California Fidelity is taken for granted at the start 

of the series, V.I. must work to land a similar position: “Cartwright & Wheeler, insurance 

brokers, listened closely to my presentation on the perils and possibilities of filing false claims” 

(29).  To V.I., working as a professional involves looking professional.   

Responding to Kinsey as a masculinized detective in her attitudes towards fashion, some 

authors write novels in which fashion and beauty are central.  Nancy Cohen’s Bad Hair Day 
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Mystery Series features a salon owner, Marla Shore.  As proclaimed on the back cover, “beauty 

is her business.”  Cece Caruso, a mystery writer biographer turned amateur detective, is obsessed 

with clothes.  Each outfit she puts on is described to the smallest detail: “It was a cherry-red silk 

chiffon A-line from the seventies with signature Ossie bell sleeves and a keyhole neckline that 

plunged from the nape of the neck to the waist…  When I put it on, I made myself swoon” (I 

Dreamed… 79).  Clothing is a major part of her identity; each scene is prefaced with a 

description of her wardrobe; in one she is “bedecked in a powder-blue 1940s halter dress and 

matching patent leather ankle straps (51).  Like V.I., Cece believes that clothes make the woman: 

“I dropped my towel and put on something that made me feel strong” (33).   

Creating protagonists who are concerned with these issues is a response to Kinsey, who 

seems less feminine because she puts little thought into her appearance.  But while stereotypes 

impose upon women that they ought to care more than men about appearances, even the 

hardboiled male detective is concerned about his appearance.  Philip Marlowe, in The Big Sleep, 

describes himself ironically at the outset of the novel: “I was wearing my powder-blue suit, with 

dark blue shirt, tie and display handkerchief, black brogues, black wool socks with dark blue 

clocks on them.  I was neat, clean, shaved and sober…” (Chandler 3).  His detailed description of 

himself is a contrast to the third person, stark description of the ultra-masculine looking Spade in 

The Maltese Falcon: “Samuel Spade’s jaw was long and bony, his chin a jutting v under the 

more flexible v of his mouth” (3).  Marlowe’s description of himself is a playful admission of 

feminine vanity; though he is a masculine man, he takes great care in dressing, especially when 

“calling on four million dollars” (3).  Looking professional or presentable, therefore, is not a 

gendered concept; clearly a private detective in Kinsey’s 1980s California would not dress like 
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Marlowe, but would likely dress up more than Kinsey’s standard uniform of jeans and a 

turtleneck.     

Kinsey is evidently an exception among female detectives, who almost universally show 

more concern for their appearance.  Ultimately, however, their interest in feminine topics is 

diverse, and seems to represent an adequate cross section of female readers who enjoy these 

added elements as a way to connect with the detective and learn more about who the protagonist 

is as a person as well as a detective.   

 

In Closing 

Respectfully submitted, 
Kinsey Millhone 
 

Just as in male hardboiled fiction, gender issues are inherent to the female detective 

novel.  The detectives create their own definitions of the term “feminine,” as they live their lives 

the way they choose.  While they choose different paths, all female detectives confront similar 

issues.  The women must discover traditional or innovative ways to claim authority, as their 

ability to perform is often questioned.  Food is used deliberately in the novels as a way of 

positioning detectives closer or further away from the hardboiled male.  Family and social ties 

vary, but for the most part a certain amount of independence is required of and by all female 

detectives in order to get their job done.  Detectives show varying levels of concern with 

feminine interests.  Though the women are radically different, they are, at the same time, similar, 

in that they all make active choices about their lives.  They demonstrate that those characteristics 

of the male detective—fierce independence, courage, strength, and a belief in justice—are not 

the only attributes women are capable of assuming; most importantly, the female detectives are 

autonomous individuals who can decide what being a detective and a woman means to them.  



Gillum 

 

34

34

The problem with the female detective is not that she is masculinized or feminized, but that we 

as a culture have not yet learned to separate gender and gender constructs. 
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